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rom the Editors: The six arti
cles and responses follow in g
should be read only after you
have digested van Bemmelen’s
“Accommodation.” All could be
put under the heading o f practical
theology— theology that comes to
church each week and, from behind
the pulpit or in a pew, wrestles with
the Unknown while crying, “T will
not let You go unless You bless me!’”
(Gen. 32:26, NKJV). Many Advent
ist pastors will see Pastor B rinton’s
church as their church, Pastor Brin
ton ’s problem s as their problems.
And, in the follow in g article by
Marta Vogel, they will see her face in
their congregation. It is PD ’s hope
that in wrestling with their prob

B R I N T O N

*

lems, you will perceive the similar
problems confronting your church
and perhaps your congregation.
PD has asked several pastors,
parishioners, and specialists in
church growth to respond to the
issues raised. You should recall that,
as our masthead page says, the views
o f the authors— both o f the articles
and the responses— may not, in
every detail, “reflect the thinking o f *
*Henry G. Brinton has been pastor of
Calvary Presbyterian Church in Al
exandria, Virginia, since 1989. Adapt
ed from an article in the May 11,1997,
Outlook section o f the Washington
Post. Reprinted with permission o f the
author.
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hy do you call it Cal
vary?” the young man
asked. “Did som eone in
this church fight the
Indians?” We were sit
ting in my office, preparing for a ses
sion o f premarital counseling. For a
m oment I was puzzled— Indians?—
then I realized what he was asking.
“It’s Calvary,” I said, “not cavalry!
Calvary is the hill where Jesus died
on the cross.”
Now if Calvary is confusing, Pres
byterian is downright mystifying,
even to people who have always
belonged to the denomination. It
takes a little knowledge o f Greek to

all members o f ATS.”
The article by columnist Miss
Manners, “Clergy or Comedians?” is
for pastors only— but if you want to
peek over their shoulder, you'll find
it's not written in a priestly code. And
if everything is not love and roses in
your church, heed Richard Kauff
man's counsel (p. 47), and don't give
up on the church! Take a good dose o f
Tabasco sauce, which, author Larry
Lichtenwalter says, may be necessary
if we are to share the moral themes o f
Scripture with today's world. So pro
ceed— with charity for all— and our
invitation to share your bit o f wisdom
in Epistles.— Eds.

Pastor Henry Brinton with Paul and Natalie Ashcraft following the baptism of their son, Carsten.
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understand that presbyter means
“elder,” so a Presbyterian church is a
congregation ruled by elders. We have
a fine tradition o f decision making by
democratically elected elders, but the
word Presbyterian on our signboard
does little to explain our distinctive
Christian style to the world.
Now, put Calvary and Presbyter
ian together and they are not only
mystifying, but the church’s name
makes som e think o f difficult d o c
trines such as predestination.
In short, Calvary Presbyterian
Church is not a user-friendly name
for a congregation, and this puts my
church at a distinct disadvantage in
today’s Christian marketplace. Many
people, especially adults born after
1945, shop for the church that is the
m ost convenient, comfortable, and
satisfying for them. These shoppers
have little denominational loyalty or
sense o f obligation to any particular
community o f faith. Instead, they
are drawn to churches that have
plenty o f parking, attractive facili
ties, and programs that promise to
meet their spiritual needs.
For years, m ost churches did not
have to think about marketing.
Their members came to worship out
o f a sense o f duty, and congrega
tional leaders could count on regular
attendance and financial support.
Older adults still feel this sense o f
obligation, and thus are the back
bone o f many congregations (cur
rently, half o f all Presbyterians are

older than 50, and one-third are 65
or older). They continue to support
the churches they built or inherited,
and they stay in the denominations
they have been part o f for all or most
o f their lives.
Today, however, congregations
are required to market themselves,
because younger adults com e to
worship only if it feels right.
“Boomers see churches as selling a
product which they are free to buy
or not to buy as they wish,” says
Dean H ogue o f Catholic University.
“They feel perfectly free to change
from one supplier to another if there
is reason to do so.” Even Roman
Catholics are now crossing parish
boundaries in their search for a
church that has a good school, an
agreeable priest, meaningful m es
sages and quality music.
Church h opping and church
shopping are not limited to young
lay people— these trends are seen
among future clergy as well. Charles
Foster o f the Candler School o f The
ology at Emory University in Atlanta
recently asked his 39 seminarians
how many had been members o f
more than one denomination’s con
gregation. M ore than two-thirds
had. He concludes that “younger
adults tend to have higher loyalty to
the congregation to which they cur
rently belong than to any denomina
tion.” Denom inational ties are
bound to get even weaker if both lay
people and seminarians feel free to
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on the Bible. In my sermon plan
ning, I have to keep in mind that
many attend worship with needs for
personal support and reassurance, as
well as inspiration and spiritual
guidance.
Can traditional churches becom e
more user friendly without selling
out to consumer society? Perhaps.
There is certainly nothing wrong
with convenient parking, attractive
buildings, and music with a contem
porary beat. But if preachers lose
their prophetic edge, and focus on
com fort to the exclusion o f chal
lenge, than the church has becom e
nothing more than another self-help
group. People should have their
legitimate needs met, but they
should also be challenged to confess
their sins, be reconciled to one
another, listen for G od’s Word, and
then do good work in the world,
lesus did not ask people to choose
Him and use Him; instead He called
men and wom en to follow in a m in
istry o f service to a troubled world.
Maybe such a mission is the com
modity that young adults are really
looking for as they shop and hop
from church to church. The chal
lenge for congregations— both tra
ditional and contemporary— is to
showcase this mission so that people
will be able to see it clearly and claim
it for themselves.

hop and shop. This result is bad,
because denom inations are the
church groups that support world
wide missions; the training o f
church clergy; and the taking o f
stands for peace, justice, and reli
gious freedom on the national and
international levels. Individual con
gregations are not equipped to do
this. And theologically, there is a loss
o f historically based understanding
o f the faith, as well as unity within
the church.
In addition to location and an
attractive, clean, m odern structure
(with quality facilities for their chil
dren), many churchgoers expect
worship to have entertainment
value. This troubles me, because
worship is meant to be an opportu
nity to glorify G od and encounter
Christ in Word and sacrament, not a
musical concert or self-improve
ment seminar. But I cannot deny
that many young adults are attracted
to churches with contem porary
praise songs, backed by synthesizers,
drums, and electric guitars. Cal
vary’s music tends to be more tradi
tional, accompanied by organ and
piano— a style that is most mean
ingful to older adults. In my preach
ing, I try to focus more on Scripture
than psychology, but I know that
people are com ing to hear a message
o f hope and new life, not a lecture

27

https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol4/iss1/5

4

